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In the city of Dundee,"during the ten years from 1882 to 1891, no fewer than 399 cases were reported to the police in which infants had been found dead whilst in bed with their parents. Of these I have personally examined 258 children who have died in this way from overlaying. The large number is accounted for to a great extent by the nature of the population, which is mainly industrial. The staple industries are the spinning and weaving of jute and flax. A very large number of women are employed in the mills and factories, and many of them are married and have children.
The population according to the census of 1891 was 153,587.
Of these above one-sixth live in houses of one room, and above two-thirds of the inhabitants occupy houses of either one or two rooms.
Cases of overlaying are almost entirely confined to this class, and about three-fourths of the cases seen by me occurred in houses of one room'. In a large number of instances the parents were of dissipated and dissolute habits, living amidst squalor and filth, with often little or no furniture in the house, which was sometimes even devoid of a bed. The following table shows for each of the years,?the number of cases examined; the number of illegitimate children amongst them, with the proportion of these to the total illegitimate births during the same year; the number of deaths which took place between Saturday night and Sunday morning; the number which occurred during the winter months, from October to March, and also the number which occurred in each month of life.
It will be observed that in all these cases the child was under the age of nine months. The risk of a child being suffocated whilst in bed with its parents is of course greatest in the earliest months of life. As it gets older it is better able to struggle and avert this calamity, and after it has reached the age of nine months the risk of death from this cause seems to be practically nil. In the first case, the child was four months old, well nourished, and of healthy appearance. The mother along with her infant had been spending the day in the country, and on returning at night had been driven to within 300 yards of her own door. Before leaving the conveyance, she put her infant to the breast, and wrapped a shawl around it, placing it over its head, as the night was somewhat chilly. The woman was perfectly sober. On arriving at her house she was horrified to find her infant dead.
In the other case, a mature, healthy child, 7 days old, was put to the breast by its mother, who was sitting up in bed and carrying on a somewhat animated conversation with some friends who had called to see her. She was a stout woman, with large, soft, and flabby breasts. She was paying little attention to her infant, and on withdrawing it from the breast, about five minutes afterwards, found it was dead. Both these cases presented the usual appearances of death from suffocation, and this had taken place while the parents were awake, and they were quite unaware of anything unusual going on.
The number of deaths from this cause is such an important factor in our infant mortality that any proposition calculated to lead to their diminution deserves consideration.
To my mind the only safeguard to its occurrence is that the child should be made to occupy a separate cot from its parents or nurse.
No doubt with due care a child may be allowed to sleep with its mother without any harm resulting; still the large number of these cases which occur without any apparent wilful carelessness on the part of the mother shows that nothing short of this measure being made compulsory will insure absolute safety to the child. In my opinion, although perhaps savouring somewhat of grandmotherly legislation, we ought to adopt a modification of the German law, which prohibits a child under the age of two years from being allowed to occupy the same bed as its parent or nurse. 
